Weekly dose of leflunomide for the treatment of refractory rheumatoid arthritis: an open pilot comparative study.
To assess the therapeutic effect of leflunomide in weekly dose of 100 mg in patients with refractory rheumatoid arthritis. Sixteen patients were included (18-72 years, disease duration 2-32 years). Eight patients received a weekly dose of 100 mg of leflunomide and 8 the conventional dose. Current treatment was not modified. All patients underwent a monthly evaluation for one year, applying the 1995 ACR preliminary definition of improvement in rheumatoid arthritis. After 2 months, the group treated with the conventional leflunomide dose evidenced a remarkable improvement (7/8 patients achieving ACR 20), while the group receiving the weekly dose, the improvement was not as clearly evident (3/8 patients achieving ACR 20). By the fourth to sixth month, the response was comparable on both groups (6/6 and 6/8 patients achieving ACR 50 in the daily and weekly dose, respectively) and prevailed through the end of the study. There were no statistical differences between groups at any evaluation. Side effects made itself clear in 6 patients in the daily leflunomide group, and 2 patients withdrawn leflunomide because severe gastrointestinal symptoms and hepatotoxicity, respectively. In the group of weekly leflunomide 2 patients presented side effects which disappeared spontaneously. The use of leflunomide in a weekly dose of 100 mg proved to have similar therapeutic benefit as that of the conventional scheme and might represent a new option for the treatment of refractory rheumatoid arthritis patients.